The purpose of this study was to investigate the effect of opinion gap task on the speaking ability of Iranian intermediate EFL learners. To achieve this purpose, a null hypothesis was developed: opinion gap task does not enhance significantly Iranian intermediate EFL learners' speaking ability. To test this hypothesis, the study used a Quasi-experimental design. The subjects consisted of 64 male and female students who were selected from among 90 intermediate EFL learners by applying a proficiency test. The participants in the experimental group received the treatment while the students in the control group received the conventional method. An oral interview was used both as the pretest and posttest. The results indicated that opinion gap task enhances Iranian intermediate EFL learners speaking ability, but not significantly enough to reject the stated null hypothesis.
Introduction
Human beings need to communicate because they are social. This communication can be performed through two channels: oral and written. In oral, the emphasis is on spoken form which is the researchers main concern in this research. For most people the ability to speak a language is synonymous with knowing that language since speech is the most basic need of human communication (Celce-Murcia, 2001) . A large percentage of world's language learners study English in order to develop proficiency in speaking. The ability to speak a second language well is a very complex task (Richards & Renandya, 2002, p. 201) . Speaking a language is especially difficult for foreign language learners because effective oral communication requires the ability to use the language appropriately in social interactions. Diversity in interaction involves not only verbal communication but also paralinguistic elements of speech such as pitch, stress, and intonation. In addition, nonlinguistic elements such as gestures and body language/posture, facial expression, and so on may accompany speech or convey messages directly without any accompanying speech (Brown, 1994 : cited in Cunningham, 1999 . Furthermore, different cultural assumptions about the purposes of particular interactions and expected o u t c o m e s of encounters also affect communication. Consequently, due to minimal exposure to the target language and contact with native speakers, adult EFL learners in general are relatively poor at spoken English (Richards & Renandya, 2002, p. 201) .
All in all, we can conclude that speaking skill is worthy to bring up the newly developed issue, task-based approach, which might have great influence on developing speaking ability.
Task-Based Approach
In recent years a debate has developed over which approaches for structuring and planning and implementing lessons are more effective. Most approaches to language teaching can be described as 'form-based'. In contrast to form-based approaches, task-based learning (TBL) involves specification not of a sequence of language teaching but of a sequence of communicative tasks to be carried out in the target language (Nunan, 2002) . A task-based approach aims to provide learners with a natural context for language use. As learners work to complete a task, they have abundant opportunity to interact. Such interaction is thought to facilitate language acquisition as learners have to work to understand each other and to express their own meaning (Candlin & Murphy, 1987 : cited in Bygate, 1999 . Task-based language Teaching is one of the most effective and meaningful language teaching approaches in recent years, which emphasizes learning by doing and doing things with language. Communicative language teaching advocates task-based language teaching (Freeman, 2003) .
Task Types
Prabhu (1987: cited in Rod Ellis) distinguishes three general types of tasks based on the kind of cognitive activity involved:
3.1. Information gap tasks: in which students exchange pieces of information to complete a task, 3.2. Opinion gap tasks: in which learners think about and state their personal preferences, attitudes or feelings in order to complete a task, 3.3. Reasoning gap tasks: requires students to derive some new information by inferring it from information they have been given.
Opinion-Gap Task
An opinion-gap activity requires that students give their personal preferences, feelings, or attitudes in order to complete a task. For instance, students might be given a social problem such as high unemployment and be asked to come up with a series of possible solutions. Another task might be to compose a letter of advice to a friend who has sought their counsel about a dilemma. Opinion-gap task requires learners to go beyond the information given by supplying their own ideas. Opinion gap task proved to be successful in promoting negotiation, and it requires students to express their own meanings and is open-ended and shared (Ellis, 2003, p. 89) .
Method

Participants:
In order to cope with the research question and provide reasonable answer to them, 90 Iranian male and female adult EFL learners aged above 17 participated in this study and the maximum age was 24. They had all enrolled in new interchange course at intermediate level at Helal College Institute in Babol, Mazandaran, Iran.
Instrumentation:
First of all a proficiency test was piloted on 40 other students who were at the same level of language proficiency for standardizing and finding the needed time to answer the test. Then two instruments were used to conduct the above mentioned design: one was a proficiency test in order to ensure the homogeneity of the subjects in terms of linguistic knowledge, and an oral test in order to check the speaking ability of the subjects. Speaking tasks included questions and answer tasks, dialogues and discussions. The above-mentioned devices were used both as pre-tests and post tests.
Design:
Since real random selection of the subjects was impossible, the present research had quasi-experimental design and the pre-test, post-test design.
Procedure:
To be sure of the reliability of the test, the test was administered to 40 students who were similar to the students in the target group. Then the data were analyzed and those items with poor item facility and discrimination w e r e discarded in order to have high level of reliability and acceptable content and face validity. Then the standardized test was administered to a group of 90 students and 64 students whose scores fell one standard deviation above or below the mean were chosen and randomly put into two groups. Then an oral test was used as the pre-test to check the speaking ability of the subjects. Then they underwent a ten-week course meeting two times a week and two hours each session in which one hour was devoted to their course book and the next one hour to the treatment, within nearly two months and a half.
Experimental group:
Students chose a topic on their own by the help of their teacher which was based on their interest, then they had pre-task phase activity in which they talked about the related words, structures or idioms about the topic to be discussed, and the next session, which was the during task phase there was opinion-gap task, and they had discussion exchanging their opinions, feelings, preferences, etc. about the topic they had chosen. The teacher usually tried to listen t o what they discussed and tried to help them to solve their grammatical problems and tell them the words they needed and played a n important role in continuing their discussion. At the end they had after task phase in which they had a glance at what they had done.
Control group:
For the control group the teacher gave them topics, which were the same as those chosen by the experimental group. Within this group there was no opinion-gap task and each of the students talked about his/her opinion about that special topic. The course was held twice a week, 2 hours each session. Finally the oral interview was used as the post-test. The interview took around 10 to 15 minutes. In t h e interview they were asked some questions related to general topics such as jobs, family, sports and some particular topics and also some questions related to grammatical points. The oral production was tape-recorded to be marked by two raters. The marks given to students were based on the assessment criteria from Conversational English Proficiency Rating by Higgs and Clifford (As cited in Richards & Renandya 2002 p. 222) . In order to find better agreement between the raters, the inter-rater reliability of the scores were calculated and the result indicated high correlation between two sets of scores.
Results
An independent T-test was run to compare the means and the variances of the control and experimental groups on the proficiency test. As displayed in Table 1 , the t-observed value is .679. This amount of t-value at 62 degrees of freedom is lower than the critical value of t, i.e. 1.99. Thus it can be claimed that the two groups were homogeneous in terms of their general language proficiency prior to the administration of the opinion-gap tasks to the experimental group. An independent t-test was run to compare the mean scores of the experimental and control groups on the speaking pre-test. As displayed in Table 3 , the t-observed value is .10. This amount of t-value at 62 degrees of freedom is lower than the critical value of t, i.e. 1.99. Thus it can be claimed that the two groups were homogeneous in terms of their speaking proficiency prior to the administration of the opinion gap tasks to the experimental group. The descriptive statistics for the Pre-tests are displayed in An independent t-test was run to compare the mean scores of the experimental and control groups on the speaking post-test. As displayed in Table 5 , the t-observed value is 1.92. This amount of tvalue at 62 degrees of freedom is lower than the critical value of t, i.e. 1.99. The descriptive statistics for the Post-tests are displayed in Table 6 . Thus it can be claimed that there is not any significant difference between the two groups' mean scores on the post-test of speaking. In other words the null-hypothesis proposed in this study is supported. The opinion-gap task technique has not significantly enhanced the speaking ability of the Iranian EFL learners.
The mean scores for the experimental and control groups are 75.28 and 71.75 respectively. Although the experimental group performed better than the control group, the difference is not statistically significant enough to reject the null-hypothesis.
Conclusion
In order to accomplish the opinion-gap task, the students in t h e experimental group needed to participate in discussions in which they had to state their personal ideas, attitudes and feelings. In fact they had more language output than the control group. That is, they struggled to use their language knowledge to convey their intentions so they became more fluent than the control group students. In addition, due to the correction of grammatical and lexical problems by the teacher at the post task phase, the learners in the experimental group were more accurate at the post-test. As a result of doing the opinion-gap task, the students in the experimental group could benefit from their partners' language input which was useful for improving their speaking ability. In addition, the students in the experimental group were more motivated and interested in speaking than the other group. All in all, the researchers believe that the opinion-gap task might be more effective for advanced learners as they have more language and world knowledge than th e intermediate learners to discuss the controversial issues and it can be concluded that the opinion-gap task could be helpful for the learners who are motivated and not s h y to have discussion about their feelings, preferences, and their ideas.
